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England and Margaret Sanger in America; or that more
was done to rectify the iniquities of the English marriage
contract by A. P. Herbert (as he then was) after only two
years in Parliament, than by Bernard Shaw in fifty years of
reasoned invective on the subject. But such an attitude
leaves out of consideration altogether the power of the pen,
with its dissemination of thought, its subtle influence, and
its slow working. No one can gauge how much, or how little
Shaw's steady torrent of propaganda helped to change public
opinion, slowly and insidiously, and so pave the way for
such reforms, quarter-way and slight though they be.
He who can, does: he who cannot, teaches. So runs one
of the Shavian aphorisms, with some disparagement to the
teacher. Yet teachers are among the most important and
powerful people in the world, because what the man of
action does depends on what he has been taught. Stalin,
for instance, is a man of action, but all his actions derive
from the thoughts he imbibed when, as a novice for the
priesthood, he first read Karl Marx during forbidden hours
in his dormitory. Swords can destroy everything except
the thoughts and ideas propagated by the pen, and in
wielding the pen Shaw wields the mightier weapon. In
any case he had no choice, physiologically speaking; for
phrenologists point to the bulge at the back of the head as
the source or bump of 'action/ and Shaw's head, when seen
in profile, though magnificently domed all round, reminds
one of nothing so much as a croquet hoop.
Admittedly we should owe an additional debt to Shaw as
a social reformer, if he possessed the specific talents for
getting things done which characterized a man like PlimsolL
Like Shaw, Plimsoll was a freelance with no official post
nor any connection with the Government or anything else.
Yet, by sheer dint of pestering and lobbying year in and
year out, he managed to effect what he wanted, which was
to make the sea safer for sailors, and his fame rests secure
for ever in the Plimsoll line painted on every mercantile
vessel that goes to sea. But Bernard Shaw, unlike Plimsoll,
is a man of many parts, and our quarrel with him as a man
of inaction is really a quarrel with him because he is not
wholly a social reformer. He is such a good one, on paper,